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What are  ra in  gardens? 
When  ra in  fa lls on  natura l a reas such  as a  forest or m eadow, it is slowed down, filte red  by 
so il and  p lan ts, and  a llowed to  soak back in to  the  ground. When  ra in  fa lls on  im pervious 
surfaces such  as rooftops, roads, parking lots and  driveways, ra in  does not soak in to  the  
ground and storm  water runoff is  created. Storm wate r runoff p icks up  pollu tion  such  as 
fe rtilize r, pe sticides, sed im en t, m otor o il, litte r, pe t and  yard  waste . In  m any Massachuse tts 
towns, storm water runoff does not go  to  a  trea tm en t p lan t. Instead , wate r and  the  
pollu tion  in  it flows d irectly in to  storm  dra ins, wh ich  eventua lly can  de live r these  pollu tan ts 
to  bodie s of water. 
 
Ra in  gardens are  a ttractive , functiona l landscaped areas designed  to  capture  and  filte r 
storm wate r be fore  it runs off in to  storm  dra ins. They collect wate r in  na tura l or 
constructed sha llow vege tated  depressions and  a llow it to  soak in to  the  ground slowly. Th is 
reduces the  poten tia l for e rosion  and m in im izes the  am ount of pollu tan ts flowing from  a 
yard  in to  a  storm  dra in , and  u ltim ate ly in to  our wate rways. They m ay a lso  be  used  as a  
bu ffer in  shore line  areas to  capture  runoff from  the  hom e  landscape  be fore  it en te rs a  
lake , pond, rive r or estuary. 

 
 
Ra in  gardens use  the  concept of b iore ten tion , a  water qua lity practice  in  wh ich  p lan ts and  
so ils filte r pollu tan ts from  storm wate r. By reducing storm wate r runoff, ra in  gardens can  be  
a  va luable  tool to  he lp  protect ou r water resources. While  an  individual ra in  garden  m ay 
seem  like  a  sm all th ing, co llective ly they produce  substantia l ne ighborhood and com m unity 
environm enta l bene fits. 
 



 

By capturing runoff in  sha llow depressions and le tting it soak in to  the  ground, ra inwater 
gardens a lso  he lp  recharge  store s of groundwater in  aqu ife rs. Moreove r, they filte r ou t 
sed im ent and  o the r pollu tan ts by catch ing close  to  the  first inch  of runoff, wh ich  conta ins 
the  h ighest concentration  of pollu tan ts. Rain  gardens transform  storm wate r from  a 
destructive  carrie r of pollu tion  in to  a  sou rce  of sustenance  for p lan t and  wild life  habita ts: 
the  p lan ts thrive  on  n itrogen  and phosphorus tha t is  p icked  up , wh ile  the ir stem s trap  
sedim ent. Rainwate r gardens are  be ing incorpora ted  in to  m any new and existing a reas for 
the ir environm en ta l bene fits, as we ll as the ir na tura l beauty. 
 
What m akes a  ra in  garden  a  ra in  garden? 
 

A ra in  garden  resem bles a  regu lar perenn ia l garden  or m ixed borde r in  m any ways. It is  
designed  with  deep-rooted  p lan ts that com e  back year a fte r year; it  is  pre tty to  look at; it  
o ften  has love ly flowers, grasse s, tree s and  sh rubs. So  what m akes it d iffe rent from  any 
o the r pe renn ia l garden? There  a re  certa in  qua litie s tha t m ake  a  ra in  garden  un ique : 

• Rain  gardens have  a  ponding area, bu t they are  not ponds. They often  a re  
p lan ted  with  wetland  p lan ts, bu t they a re  not we tlands (a lthough  you can  design  
a  ra in  garden  tha t m im ics a  wetland). 

• The  garden  absorbs and  filte rs ra in  tha t wou ld  o the rwise  run  off your property 
and  down  the  storm  dra in . 

• Many of the  p lan ts in  the  garden  m ight be  na tive  to  the  region  and  have  
extensive  deep  roots tha t he lp  the  garden  absorb  ra in . The  native  p lan ts do  not 
need  specia l a tten tion  once  they are  estab lished . Non-na tive  p lan ts m ay be  used  
as long as they are  a lso  non-invasive  and  pest free . 

• There  is a  bowl-shaped d ip  in  the  garden , wh ich  holds the  ra in  wh ile  it soaks in to  
the  so il. 

• The  garden  bed  is prepared  or som e tim es rep laced  to  a  depth  of up  to two fee t 
in  order to  re lieve  so il com paction  and  m ake  the  garden  able  to  absorb  water. 

A garden  that does not have  ra in  d irected  in to  it from  a  hard  surface  of your prope rty will 
still be  a  va luable  asse t. However, un le ss storm wate r runoff is d irected in to  the  garden , it  is  
not a  ra in  garden . In  addition  to  reducing and  filte ring storm wate r runoff and  increasing 
groundwater recharge , ra in  gardens provide  m any other bene fits. They provide  habita t for 
wild life  and, with  the  proper se lection  of p lan ts, increase  the  num ber and  d iversity of b irds 
and  butte rflie s for those  who en joy watch ing them . Rain  gardens provide  an  attractive  and  
crea tive  a lte rnative  to  trad itiona l lawn  landscapes and  requ ire  le ss m ain tenance  because  
they do not need  to  be  m owed, fe rtilized , or watered  once  estab lished. They m ay a lso  
increase  prope rty va lues with  creative  landscaping designs. 
 



 

Locating the  ra in  garden  
 

Place  ra in  gardens near your hom e  to  ca tch  runoff from  your roof, o r fa rthe r ou t in  your 
lawn  to  co llect surface  wate r dra in ing across your prope rty. Exam ine  your yard  wh ile  it is  
ra in ing to  d iscove r the  dra inage  pa tte rn  on  your prope rty. Find  out where  runoff flows and  
loca te  areas where  wate r co llects. If the  ra in  does not flow na tura lly to  your chosen  spot, 
you  can  insta ll p ip ing underground or send  the  ra in  a long a  constructed  channe l or swale . 
Typica lly, the  largest sou rces of runoff are  rooftops, paved  su rfaces, slopes, and  com pacted  
so ils. Som e  he lpfu l tips a re  listed  be low to he lp  you  de te rm ine  the  best loca tion  for your 
ra in  garden : 

• Rain  gardens shou ld  be  a  m in im um  of ten  fee t from  your hom e  and your 
ne ighbors ' hom es, to  prevent dam age  from  wate r seepage . 

• Rain  gardens shou ld  not be  p laced  over or near the  dra in  fie ld  of a  septic system . 
• Because  these  areas a re  a lready poorly dra ined , ra in  gardens shou ld  not be  

p laced  in  an  area of your yard  where  water co llects. They shou ld  be  p laced  up-
slope  of these  areas to  reduce  the  am oun t of wate r that flows in to  them . 

• Sunny or partly sunny locations are  best for ra in  gardens, but shade  gardens are  
possib le . 

• Rain  gardens shou ld  be  in tegrated  with  your landscape . They can  have  a  form al 
or in form al look based  on  your pre ference . 

• Rain  gardens shou ld  not be  in sta lled  under la rge  tree s. Trees have  extensive  root 
system s that m ay be  dam aged in  the  garden  excavation  process. In  addition , 
they m ay not be  ab le  to  adapt to  the  extra  m oisture  be ing he ld  by your ra in  
garden . 

• Make  yourse lf aware  of unde rground se rvice  lines or u tilities. Call "Dig Safe" at 1-
800-344-7233 for in form ation  about unde rground u tilities. 

Consider how the  ra in  garden  will fit  in  the  ove ra ll landscape  when  looking for a  loca tion . 
De term ine  if you  want it near outdoor ga thering p laces where  the  beau ty of the  p lan ts can  
be  apprecia ted . Look ou t of your windows to see  what views the  ra in  garden  can  provide . 
The  ra in  garden  is m ore  than  just a  storm water m anagem ent tool; it  will be  an  in tegra l part 
of your landscape . 



 

Once  you  se lect a  location , you  m ay decide  to  send  additiona l wate r to  th is site . Use  flexib le  
p lastic p ipe  to d irect water from  downspouts and  collecting areas to  the  ra in  garden . Be  
sure  to  factor th is additiona l water flow in to  your garden  sizing ca lcu lations. 
 
Soils and  dra inage  
 

Rain  gardens work best when  constructed  in  we ll-dra ined  or sandy so ils, bu t they can  a lso  
be  in sta lled  on  site s with  less perm eable  so ils such  as clays. Your ra in  garden  needs to be  
ab le  to  absorb  the  water com ing off your roof and  driveway. Sandy so ils dra in  we ll, wh ile  
clay so ils m ay becom e  wate rlogged. If your so il is  sandy, you  m ay be  ab le  to  sim ply loosen  
the  so il and  im prove  it with  som e  com post to  prepare  your ra in  garden  for p lan ting. If your 
so il is  clay, you  will have  m ore  work to  do . Even  ligh t clay so ils m ay create  dra inage  
problem s if a  lot of wate r is d irected  to  the  ra in  garden . Soil rem oval and  rep lacem ent m ay 
be  needed if your so il is  clay. The  recom m ended so il rep lacem ent m ix is 50-60% sand, 20-
30% topsoil, and  20-30% com post. Be  sure  no  clay is in  your rep lacem ent so il. 
You  can  te st your so il's  in filtra tion  rate  by d igging a  hole  8 inches wide  and  8 inches deep. 
Fill it  with  water and  see  how long it takes to  sink in . The  wate r needs to  go  down  an  inch  
pe r hour. If it  takes longe r than  that, you  will need  to  do additiona l site  preparation  to  
im prove  in filtra tion . 
There  a re  three  signs of an  im perm eable  so il: 



 

• The  site  ponds wate r or rem ains satu rated  for severa l days a fte r a  storm  even t. 
• The  so il shows signs of be ing a  wetland  so il (gray so il with  ribbons or areas of 

brown color) with in  1 foot of the  surface . 
• Water poured  in  the  te st ho le  is still there  a fte r two days, provided  it has not 

ra ined . 

If you  see  any of these  signs, your garden  will need  to be  designed  as a  backyard  wetlands 
garden , or anothe r location  shou ld  be  se lected . Othe rwise , your site  is  su itab le  for a  ra in  
garden . 
 
How la rge  shou ld  the  rain  garden  be? 
 

Rain  gardens can  be  la rge  or sm all – the  size  depends prim arily on  the  site  dra inage  area. 
The  volum e of water co llected  will be  rough ly equ iva len t to  the  am ount of ra in  fa lling on  
im pervious areas dra in ing to  the  garden  loca tion , such  as driveways, rooftops, and  lawns (if 
included  in  the  dra inage  a rea). To  de te rm ine  the  volum e  of runoff to  be  co llected, first 
de te rm ine  the  square  footage  of the  surfaces tha t will p rovide  the  flow in to  the  garden . If a  
gu tte r downspout will run  d irectly in to  the  garden , the  on ly in form ation  that you  will need  
is the  area  of the  roof tha t contribute s to  that gu tte r. Measure  the  footprin t of your house  
(the  area  taken  up  by your house  if you  were  looking down from  above ). Then  estim ate  
how m uch  of th is area  actua lly contribu te s to  the  gutte r downspout. In  o ther words, if it 
were  ra in ing, what portion  of the  roof area  would  be  contribu ting water to  the  garden? 
Next, d ivide  th is a rea  by 6. Th is ca lcu lation  size s the  garden  to  hold  one  inch  of roof runoff 
in  a  garden  6 inches deep . For exam ple , suppose  a  house  has a  footprin t of 60 fee t x 30 
fee t, or 1800 ft2. One  quarte r of the  roof area  contribute s to  the  gu tte r near where  the  ra in  
garden  is to  be  bu ilt. The re fore , the  contribu ting a rea  wou ld  be  1800 ft2 x 0.25 = 450 ft2. 
Th is area is then  d ivided  by 6, so  tha t the  square  footage  of the  ra in  garden  wou ld  be  450 
ft2 /  6 = 75 ft2. A n ice ly shaped ra in  garden  m igh t be  10 ft x 7.5 ft. However, you  have  the  
flexib ility to  m ake  it any shape  you  wan t, as long as you  approxim ate  the  size . With  silty 
so ils, the  size  can  be  increased  about 50%. If the  so ils a re  clayey, the  size  can  be  increased  
up  to  100%. Th is increase  will p rovide  the  sam e  am oun t of treatm en t as if your so ils were  
sandy. If you  are  including runoff from  driveways or lawn  areas, be  su re  to  ca lcu late  the  
square  footage  and  add tha t to  the  tota l to  ge t the  correct size  needed. Once  you  have  
de te rm ined  the  tota l dra inage  area  for your ra in  garden , u se  the  fo llowing chart to  
de te rm ine  possib le  ra in  garden  d im ensions. Dim ensions are  given  for ponding depths of 6 
inches and  3 inches. A good ru le  of thum b is tha t the  ra in  garden  should  be  abou t twice  as 
long (perpendicu lar to  the  slope ) as it  is  wide . 



 

Dra inage  Area 

Requ ired 
Size  of 
Rain  

Garden 
(6" deep) 

Potentia l 
Rain  

Garden  
Dim ensions 

(ft x ft) 

Requ ired 
Size  of 
Rain  

Garden 
(3" deep) 

Potentia l 
Rain  

Garden  
Dim ensions 

(ft x ft) 

800 ft2 40 ft2 4x10, 5x8, 
6x7 

80 ft2 7x12, 8x10, 
9x9 

1000 ft2 50 ft2 5x10, 6x8 100 ft2 7x15, 
10x10 

1200 ft2 60 ft2 4x15, 5x12, 
6x10, 8x8 

120 ft2 10x12, 
8x15 

1400 ft2 70 ft2 5x14, 7x10 140 ft2 10x14, 
7x20 

1600 ft2 80 ft2 7x12, 8x10, 
9x9 

160 ft2 8x20, 
10x16 

1800 ft2 90 ft2 6x15, 7x13, 
8x12, 9x10 

180 ft2 9x20, 
10x18, 
12x15 

2000 ft2 100 ft2 7x15, 
10x10 

200 ft2 10x20, 
14x15 

2500 ft2 125 ft2 8x16, 
10x13 

250 ft2 10x25, 
13x20, 
15x17 

3000 ft2 150 ft2 10x15, 
12x13 

300 ft2 10x30, 
15x20 

3500 ft2 175 ft2 8x16, 
10x13 

350 ft2 14x25, 
18x20 

4000 ft2 200 ft2 9x20, 
12x15 

400 ft2 16x25, 
20x20 

5000 ft2 250 ft2 10x25, 
13x20, 
15x17 

500 ft2 20x25 

 
 

 



 

In sta lling the  ra in  garden  
 

Once  you  fee l confident in  the  p lacem en t of the  garden , lay ou t the  shape  to  de fine  where  
to  d ig. Outline  the  a rea  of the  proposed  garden  by spraying with  non-toxic soccer-fie ld  
pa in t. Another m ethod is to  lay a  hose  a long the  shape  of the  garden , then  d ig a long the  
hose . Th is gives a  n ice  flowing border to  the  garden  area. Alte rna tive ly, you  cou ld  sim ply 
choose  a  rectangle  as the  shape  of your garden . 
 
If the  yard  is fa irly leve l, you  can  just d ig out the  bowl to  the  proper depth , wh ich  is 6 inches 
deep , or a  couple  of inches deeper if m u lch  will be  used. If the  yard  is sloped , you  m ay 
need  to  construct a  sm all be rm  (m ound) at the  down-slope  side  of the  garden  to  prevent 
the  so il from  wash ing away afte r a  storm . Use  the  so il tha t was rem oved from  the  upslope  
side  of the  garden  and  add  it to  the  down-slope  side . The  bottom  of the  garden  shou ld  be  
fa irly leve l to  m ain ta in  the  storage  area in side  the  garden . Slope  the  edges of the  garden , 
bu t do  not m ake  them  too  steep. Steep  slopes tend  to  e rode  easily. Mulch  or a  ground 
cove r will he lp  to  stab ilize  the  so ils. 
 
If the  se lected  area  is lawn, you  will have  to  rem ove  the  tu rf. Eithe r you  can  use  th is in  
another area  of your yard , or it  can  be  com posted  to  he lp  im prove  your so ils. If your so il 
d ra ins we ll, sim ple  so il p reparation  is a ll that is needed. Incorpora te  com post in to  the  
garden  bed  to im prove  the  qua lity of the  so il. If your so ils are  clay, so il rep lacem en t is  
probably in  orde r. You  m ay a lso want to  add  a  re servoir of grave l a t the  bottom  of the  
garden  bed , or add  tile s or an  under-dra in  that leads to  another area. Th is will avoid  having 
your ra in  garden  becom e  waterlogged. The  idea  is to  create  a  living sponge  of so il, p lan ts, 
roots and  m ulch , not a  soggy bog. 
 
Grade  the  su rface  of your prepared  ra in  garden  bed  in  such  a  way that the  wate r en te ring 
it can  spread  ou t ove r a  la rge  fla t a rea  and  soak in to  the  so il. Th is m ay involve  rem oving a  
lo t of so il. When your ponding a rea  is ready and  the  so il is  n ice  and  loose , it  is  tim e  to  p lan t. 
You  can  prepare  a  ra in  garden  bed  and  then  cove r it with  m ulch  until la te r; then , p lan t 
through  the  m ulch . On  the  o the r hand, you  can  p lan t im m ediate ly, and then  m ulch  the  
p lan ts. The  choice  is yours. The  sooner the  p lan ts a re  in , the  faste r your ra in  garden  will 
becom e  estab lished. 



 

 
 
Plan ting the  ra in  garden  
 

While  ra in  gardens a re  a  h igh ly functiona l way to  he lp  pro tect wate r qua lity, they are  a lso  
gardens and  shou ld  be  an  attractive  part of your yard  and  ne ighborhood. Th ink of the  ra in  
garden  in  the  context of your hom e 's overa ll landscape  design . When  choosing p lants for 
the  garden , it  is  im portan t to  consider the  he igh t of each  p lan t, b loom  tim e  and color, and  
its  overa ll texture . Use  p lan ts tha t b loom  a t d iffe rent tim es to  create  a  long flowering 
season. Mix he ights, shapes, and  textu re s to  give  the  garden  depth  and  d im ension . Th is will 
keep  the  ra in  garden  looking in te re sting even  when  few flowers are  in  b loom . A sm all tree  
or a  few flowering sh rubs m ay be  included in  the  ra in  garden  if it  is  large  enough . It is  



 

im portan t to  note  that p lan ts in  a  ra in  garden  will have  to  to le ra te  fluctuating leve ls of so il 
wetness. Your ra in  garden  will have  a  couple  of d iffe rent wetness zones in  it. In  the  deepest 
part of the  garden , you  can  pu t p lan ts tha t withstand  a  couple  of days of standing wate r a t 
a  tim e. In  the  sha llower parts and  on  the  edges, you  can  put m ore  typica l landscape  p lants. 
Drough t to le rant p lan ts can  be  p lan ted  on  the  pe rim eter. Many native  p lan ts m ake  grea t 
candida te s for the  ra in  garden  and  are  genera lly adapted  to  loca l growing conditions. 
In troduced ornam enta ls m ay a lso  be  used  as long as they have  no  invasive  characte ristics 
or problem  pests. 
 
When  laying p lants out, random ly clum p individua l specie s in  groups of 3 to  7 p lan ts to  
provide  a  bolder sta tem ent of co lor. Make  sure  to  repea t these  individua l groupings to  
crea te  repe tition  and  cohesion  in  a  p lanting. Th is will p rovide  a  m ore  trad itiona l form al look 
to  the  p lanting. 
 
Use  conta ine r-grown  plan ts with  a  we ll-e stab lished  root system . Dig the  hole  for each  p lant 
twice  as wide  as the  p lan t conta iner and  deep  enough  to  keep  the  crown  of the  young p lant 
right a t the  so il line , as it  was in  the  con ta iner. Afte r you  pu t the  p lan t in  the  ground, gently 
tam p the  so il around the  roots to  e lim ina te  a ir pockets. Water im m edia te ly a fte r p lan ting, 
and  then  wate r weekly, to  a  depth  of seve ra l inches, un til the  p lan ts are  we ll estab lished. 
Afte r the  first growing season, you  shou ld  not need  to  water the  p lan ts un less there  is a  
lengthy drough t. Add m ulch  two inches th ick, keeping it o ff the  crowns of the  p lants. Use  
m ulch  that will not floa t away; hardwood m ulch  is best. 
 
The  fo llowing p lants are  som e of those  tha t a re  su itab le  for inclusion  in  a  ra in  garden: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TREES 

Nam e Exposure  Moisture  Mature  size  Bloom  Com m ents 

Acer pa lma tum Japanese  m aple  Sun  to  part shade  Moist 5'-25' 
depending 
on  cu ltivar 

Not 
sign ificant 

Grace fu l sm all tree ; green  or red  
leaves, som e  with  deeply 
d issected  leaves; exce llen t fa ll 
co lor 

Acer rubrum 
Red m aple  

Sun  to  part shade  Dry to  wet 40'-60' April Sha llow root system ; attractive  
red  flowers and  fru it; tole rate s 
m oist or dry sites; 
red /ye llow/orange  fa ll co lor 

Betula  nigra  River b irch  Sun  to  part shade  Dry to  wet 40' Not 
sign ificant 

Tolerate s we t fee t or upland  
site ; in te re sting ca tkins; 
beautifu l pee ling bark; ye llow 
fa ll co lor 

Ca rpinus ca roliniana  Am erican  
hornbeam  

Part sun  to shade  Moist 20'-30' May Tolerate s sun  if so il is  m oist; 
to le rates periodic flooding; 
un ique  flu ted  silve r-gray bark; 
ye llow, red, or orange  fa ll co lor 

Cornus kousa  Kousa  dogwood Sun Moist to  dry 25'-30' June /Ju ly Resistan t to  dogwood 
an thracnose ; la rge  wh ite  bracts 
appear a fte r the  fo liage ; reddish  
pu rp le  fa ll co lor 

Magnolia  virginiana  Swee tbay 
m agnolia  

Sun  to  shade  Wet to  m oist 15'-20' June  Large  wh ite  fragran t flowers; 
sm all m u lti-stem m ed tree ; red  
be rrie s; sem i-evergreen; will 
to le rate  wet so ils 

Nyssa  sylva tica  Tupe lo Sun Wet to  dry 30'-50' Not 
sign ificant 

Tolerate s seasonal flooding or 
dry, rocky uplands; b lue-b lack 
be rrie s taken  by b irds; brillian t 
scarle t fa ll co lor 



SHRUBS 

Aronia  a rbutifolia  
Red chokeberry 

Sun  to  part shade  Dry to  wet 4'-10' May/June  White  flowers with  red  stam ens; 
brigh t red , ed ib le  berries pe rsist 
in  winter; sa lm on  to  scarle t fa ll 
co lor 

Aronia  melanoca rpa  Black 
chokebe rry 

Sun  to  part shade  Dry to  wet 3'-5' May/June  White  flowers with  red  stam ens; 
b lack be rrie s pe rsist in  winter; 
dark purp le -red  fa ll co lor 

Ca llica rpa  
americana  Beau tybe rry 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist 3'-8' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Ju ly/August 

Clethra  a lnifolia  Sweet 
peppe rbush  

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 6'-8' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Very fragrant wh ite  or pink 
flowers; ye llow fa ll co lor; 
bu tte rfly nectar p lan t 

Cornus stolonifera  Red twig 
dogwood 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist 6'-8' June  White  flowers; b lue  or wh ite  
be rrie s; red /m aroon  fa ll co lor; 
scarle t twigs in  win ter 

Hamamelis x intermedia  Hybrid  
witchhaze l 

Sun Moist to  dry 12'-15' Decem ber
/April 

Win te r b loom ers in  ye llow, red  
or coppe r; in  b loom  for 4 to  6 
weeks; m any cu ltivars 

Hamamelis 
virginiana  Witchhaze l 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 12'-15' Octobe r Tolerate s irregu lar flooding or 
dry site s; ye llow fragrant strap-
like  flowers; ye llow fa ll co lor 

Hydrangea  a rborescens Sm ooth  
hydrangea 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 3'-8' June /Ju ly Cream y white  flowers on  new 
wood; cv. Annabe lle  has la rge  
flower heads; cv. White  Dom e  is 
a  lace -cap  type  

Hydrangea  panicula ta  Pan icle  
hydrangea 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 5'-12' Ju ly/Septe
m ber 

Large  pan icle s of wh ite  flowers 
turn  to  p ink by fa ll; b loom s on  
new wood; m any cu ltivars 
ava ilab le  



Hydrangea  quercifolia  Oakleaf 
hydrangea 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 5'-8' Ju ly Pyram ida l wh ite  flower heads 
age  to  m auve; la rge  oak-shaped 
leaves with  deep  red  fa ll co lor; 
shaggy reddish  bark is a ttractive  

Ilex glabra  Inkberry Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  dry 3'-6' Sum m er Slow-growing eve rgreen ; 
cream y-white  flowers; to le ra te s 
wet so ils; need  m ale  & fem ale  
for be rries 

Ilex verticilla ta  Win te rberry Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  m oist 6'-10' June /Ju ly White  flowers; ye llow fall co lor; 
need  m ale  & fem ale  for scarle t 
be rrie s; to le rates wet so il 

Itea  virginica  Swee tsp ire  Sun  to  part shade  Moist 4' May/June  Fragrant wh ite  flowers; fa ll 
fo liage  garne t to  purp le  

Leucothoe 
racemosa  Fe tte rbush  

Partia l shade  to  shade  Wet to  m oist 4'-6' May/June  White  drooping flowers; 
evergreen  leaves turn  
red /purple  a fte r frost 

Physoca rpus 
opulifolius Ninebark 

Sun Moist to  dry 8'-10' May/June  Cu ltivars are  be tte r than  the  
species; 'Diablo ' has purp le  
fo liage  wh ile  'Dart 's  Gold ' has 
ye llow fo liage ; drought to le rant 

Rhododendron 
viscosum Swam p aza lea 

Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  m oist 6'-8' Ju ly/Augus
t 

In tense ly fragrant wh ite  flowers; 
bronze  fa ll co lor 

Sambucus 
canadensis Elde rbe rry 

Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  m oist 6'-8' June /Ju ly Large  wh ite  flower cluste rs; 
ornam enta l, ed ib le  purp le  
be rrie s; fast-growing 

Sambucus nigra  European  
e lde rbe rry 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist 10'-15' June  Larger than  S. canadensis; 
num erous cu ltivars with  co lorfu l 
fo liage  

Viburnum 
denta tum Arrowwood 

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 8'-10' May/June  Cream y white  flowers; b lue  
be rrie s; crim son  fa ll co lor 



Viburnum sieboldii Siebold  
vibu rnum  

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 10'-15' May/June  Cream y white  flowers are  
fo llowed by brigh t red  be rrie s 
wh ich  change  to  b lack, re lished  
by b irds 

Viburnum trilobum Am erican  
cranberrybush  

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  wet 8'-12' May White  flowers; ed ib le  red  
be rrie s; ye llow-purple-red  fa ll 
co lor 

PERENNIALS 

Amsonia  hubrechtii Willowleaf 
Bluesta r 

Fu ll sun  to partia l shade  Moist to  dry 18"-3' May/June  Trum pe t shaped light b lue  
flowers, de lica te  bottlebrush  
leaves give  th is p lan t an  
a ttractive , shrub-like  
appearance ; leaves turn  a  
beautifu l ye llow in  fa ll 

Andropogon gera rdii Big 
b luestem  

Sun Dry to  m oist 3'-5' August/Se
ptem ber 

Pra irie  grass with  purple  
flowers; b lue-green  b lades turn  
tawny in  fa ll; to le rant of acid  
so il, sandy so il, flooding and  
drought 

Aquilegia  spp . Colum bine  Sun  to  part shade  Moist 2' May/June  Flowers attract hum m ingbirds 
and  butte rflie s, e legant b lue -
green  d ivided  fo liage  

Asclepia s inca rna ta  Swam p 
m ilkweed 

Sun Wet to  m oist 2'-4' June /Ju ly Pink b loom s in  m idsum m er; 
bu tte rfly nectar p lan t; m onarch  
bu tte rfly host p lan t 

Aster diva rica tus White  wood 
aste r 

Part shade  to  shade  Moist to  dry 1'-3' Septem be
r/Octobe r 

Good for dry shade  or m oist 
woods; wh ite  flowers attract 
bu tte rflie s; a ttractive  m assed  at 
woodland edge  

Aster laevis Sm ooth  aste r Sun Moist to  dry 2'-4' August/Oc
tobe r 

Pa le  b lue  flowers attract 
bu tte rflie s; m ildew free  



Baptesia  austra lis Blue  fa lse  
indigo 

Sun Moist to  dry 3'-5' May/June  Indigo-blue  showy flowers on  
b lue -green , com pound fo liage  
m ake  a  striking show; e ffect is  
shrub-like  

Chelone glabra  White  
turtlehead 

Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  m oist 2'-3' Septem be
r/Octobe r 

White  snapdragon type  flowers; 
good fa ll b loom er 

Chelone oblique Pink 
turtlehead 

Sun  to  part shade  Wet to  m oist 1'-4' Septem be
r/Octobe r 

Pink snapdragon  type  flowers 

Cimicifuga  racemosa  Bugbane  Part shade  to  sun  Moist 5'-6' Ju ly/Septe
m ber 

Bold  woodland edge  p lan t with  
wh ite , wand-like  b loom s; 
handsom e fo liage  

Coreopsis verticilla ta  Tickseed Sun Dry to  m oist 2'-3' June /Ju ly Ye llow m in i-da isies a re  he ld  
above  de lica te  m ound of lacey 
fo liage ; slowly spreading to  form  
a  sm all co lony 

Dennstaedtia  punctilobula  Hay 
scented  fe rn  

Sun  to  part shade  Dry to  m oist 1'-3' n /a  Spreads rap id ly; fragran t, ligh t-
green  fo liage  tu rns ye llow in  fa ll 

Echinacea  
purpurea  Cone flower 

Sun Moist to  dry 3' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Pink pe ta ls su rround a  bronze  
cone; a  bu tte rfly m agnet 

Eupa torium macula tum Joe  Pye  
weed 

Sun Wet to  dry 5'-8' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Huge , dusty-p ink flowers a ttract 
bu tte rflie s; good fa ll co lor 

Eupa torium rugosum White  
Snake root 

Part shade  to  sun  Wet to  m oist 3'-4' Septem be
r 

Long lasting, fuzzy white  flower 
cluste rs; cv. Chocola te  has 
pu rp le /brown  fo liage  

Filipendula  rubra  Queen of the  
pra irie  

Sun Moist 4'-6' June /Ju ly Pre fers we ll-dra ined  even ly 
m oist so ils bu t will to le ra te  we t 
so ils; foam y cluste rs of tiny p ink 
b loom s. 



Geranium spp. Pe renn ial 
ge ran ium  

Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 10"-18" May/Ju ly Many species and  cu ltivars; 
co lors range  from  white  to  p ink 
to  b lue  

Hemeroca llis spp . Daylily Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry 2'-3' Sum m er Many colors; extend season  
with  early, m id , and  la te  
b loom ing cu ltivars; drought 
to le rant 

Heuchera  spp . Cora l be lls Part shade  to  sun  Moist 1'-1.5' May/June  Pink, cora l or wh ite  flowers on  
sp ikes, m any cu ltivars with  
pu rple /silver m ottled  foliage  

Hibiscus moscheutos Rose  
m allow 

Sun Wet to  m oist 3'-5' Ju ly/Septe
m ber 

Shrub-like  p lan t; ve ry large  p ink 
or wh ite  flowers; hum m ingbird  
nectar p lan t; can  grow with  
roots in  wate r 

Hosta  spp . Hosta  Part shade  to  sun  Moist to  dry 6"-3' Sum m er Hosta  com e in  m any size s and  
fo liage  co lors; m ostly grown  for 
fo liage , the ir flowers are  qu ite  
a ttractive ; rem arkably drought 
to le rant once  e stab lished 

Iris siberica  Sibe rian  iris Sun Moist to  dry 3'-4' May/June  Many colors, fo liage  turns 
apricot ye llow in  fa ll 

Iris versicolor Blue  flag Sun Wet to  m oist 2'-3' May/June  Deep b lue  b loom s on  attractive  
grass-like  fo liage ; can  grow with  
roots in  wate r 

Lia tris spp . Gayfeather Sun Dry to  m oist 2'-4' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Ta ll stem s carry pu rple  flowers 
that open  from  the  top  down; 
fo liage  is grass-like ; ve ry 
drought to le rant 

Lobelia  ca rdina lis Cardina l 
flower 

Part shade  Wet to  m oist 3' August Will grow in  fu ll sun  if kept 
m oist; b rillian t scarle t flowers 
a ttract hum m ingbirds 



Lobelia  siphilitica  Great b lue  
lobe lia  

Part shade  Moist 2'-3' August/Se
ptem ber 

Blue  flowers rem ain  in  b loom  
for 3 to  4 weeks 

Ma tteuccia  
pennsylvanica  Ostrich  fe rn  

Sun  to  shade  Moist 4'-5' n /a  Plan ts form  colon ie s by 
unde rground rh izom es; ta ll, 
grace fu lly a rch ing fronds 

Monarda  didyma  Beebalm  Sun  to  part shade  Moist 3'-4' Ju ly/Augus
t 

Many cu ltivars ava ilab le  in  a  
range  of co lors and  m ildew 
re sistance ; form s sm all co lon ie s; 
a ttracts hum m ingbirds and  
bu tte rflie s 

Osmunda  
cinnamomea  Cinnam on  fe rn  

Shade  to  sun  Moist 3'-5' n /a  In te re sting cinnam on  colored  
spore  fronds appear in  the  
cen te r of the  p lan t; needs 
constant m oisture  if in  sun  

Panicum virga tum Switch  grass Sun Dry to  m oist 3'-6' Ju ly/Septe
m ber 

Many good cu ltivars ava ilab le ; 
to le rates flooding; a iry seed  
heads in  sum m er 

Rudbeckia  spp . Black eye  
Susan  

Sun Dry to  m oist 2'-5' June /Sept
em ber 

Many d iffe rent specie s offe r 
co lor th rough  the  season ; both  
annual and  perenn ia l 

Schizachyrium scopa rium Little  
Bluestem  

Sun Dry to  m oist 3'-4' August Love ly native  grass, b loom s in  
August and  turns bu ff/golden  in  
fa ll; dense  root system ; to le rant 
of poor so ils 

Solidago spp. Goldenrod  Sun Dry to  m oist 18" – 4' Ju ly/Octob
e r 

Many species ava ilab le ; does 
not cause  hay fever; grea t la te  
season  color 

Tia rella  cordifolia  Foam  flower Part shade  to  sun  Moist 1' May Spikes of foam y white  flowers in  
spring; form s a  sm all colony 

GROUNDCOVERS 



Cera tostigma  
plumbaginoides Leadwort 

Sun  to  shade  Moist to  dry < 1' August/Se
ptem ber 

Shrubby groundcover spreads 
rap id ly in  loose  so il; d rought 
to le rant; brillian t b lue  flowers; 
leaves red  in  fa ll and  spring 

Chrysogonum 
virginianum Green  and Gold 

Partia l shade  Moist to  dry < 1' May/June  Golden  da isy-like  flowers 
con tinue  sporadica lly un til frost; 
spreads easily 

Epimedium 
grandiflorum Bishop 's Hat 

Partia l shade  to  shade  Moist to  dry 1' May/June  Foliage  rem ains green  m ost of 
the  year, once  e stab lished  it will 
to le rate  dry conditions 

Phlox subula ta  Moss Ph lox Sun  to  part shade  Moist to  dry < 1' April/May Eve rgreen; flower co lors range  
from  blue  to p ink and  white ; 
form s m ats 

 



 

Ma in ta in ing the  ra in  ga rden  
Just like  any othe r ga rden , your ra in  ga rden  will nee d  som e basic m ain tenance  to  
keep  it hea lthy and  function ing. 

• Mulch  annually to  suppress weeds and  to  keep so ils m oist, wh ich  a llows for easy 
in filtra tion  of storm wate r; un-m ulched su rfaces m ay deve lop  in to a  hardpan, 
wh ich  im pedes water infiltra tion . Be fore  applying new m ulch , rem ove  the  o ld  
m ulch . Alte rnate ly, loosen  up  the  o ld  m ulch  with  a  rake  and  ju st top  dre ss it with  
new m ulch . The  depth  of the  m ulch  shou ld  neve r exceed  3". 

• Weed your garden , e specia lly during p lant e stab lishm ent; newly p lanted  species 
m ay have  a  tough  tim e  com peting with  weeds. Once  p lan ts becom e  estab lished , 
le ss weeding will be  requ ired . 

• The  p lants in  your ra in  garden  will need  to  be  wate red  regu larly during 
e stab lishm ent to  ensu re  hea lthy growth . Once  e stab lished , p lan ts shou ld  be  
wate red  in  long periods of drought. Water deeply once  or twice  a  week; avoid  
frequent sha llow wate ring. 

• Keep your garden  hea lthy and  clean . Rain  gardens shou ld  be  pe riodically cleared  
of dead  vege ta tion  and  any debris that m ay collect. Replan ting m ay be  necessary 
over tim e . If a  p lan t is  not doing so  we ll in  one  location  of the  garden , it m ay have  
to  be  m oved to  a  wette r or dryer a rea . 

Enjoy your ra in  ga rde n  and  your contribu tion  to  wa te r qua lity in  your 
ne ighborhood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Written  by: Roberta  Clark 
Revised : 08/2011 
Adapted from : 

• How Does Your Garden  Grow: A Re fe rence  Guide  to  Enhancing Your Rain  Garden . 
LID Manual, Prince  Georges County, MD, Dept. o f Environm enta l Resources 
  

• Rain  Gardens: A Household  Way to  Im prove  Wate r Quality in  Your Com m unity. 
Unive rsity of Wisconsin  Extension  and  Wisconsin  Departm ent of Natura l Resources 
  

• Rain  Gardens: A How-to  Manual fo r Hom eowners. 
Unive rsity of Wisconsin  Extension  and  Wisconsin  Departm ent of Natura l Resources 
  

• Backyard  Rain  Gardens. 
North  Caro lina  Coope ra tive  Extension 
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